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work.'x I have the happiest memories of the many informing
conversations that I listened to in that village forum.^ Among
those present there was usually someone with a gift for imparting
useful information. Such general news as reached the village
would be discussed; but the conversation for the most part had
reference to the prices of cattle, pigs, poultry, and dairy produce
at the weekly market. The prospects for the young crops, the
possibilities of drought or, if there had been rain, of the Trent
overflowing its banks and invading the low-lying fields and village
streets, would be carefully estimated; there would be news of a
sick neighbour, or comment on what the parson in his Sunday
sermon had said concerning some interesting aspect of religion
or of life. The blacksmith's shop was, in fact, the brightest,
warmest, and most attractive place in the village. The talk was
neighbourly and informative, social and practical, rather than
remote or speculative, and the place had a special attraction for the
boys from the farms, for they could always be sure of a few pennies
for a cast horse-shoe which they had been lucky enough to find in
the fields. I spent many profitable hours listening to the wisdom
of those village Hampdens, and I did not count one of them wasted.
Among the subjects constantly discussed were the trial and sentence
of the claimant, Sir Roger Tichborne, and the career and execution
of Charles Peace. Among politicians, 'Dizzy* was criticized, and
'owd Gladstone' was exalted.
Nearly every labourer in the village was a member of the local
Lodge of the Ancient Order of Foresters Friendly Society, known
as 'the Club,' of which the blacksmith was the secretary. The
contributions of sixpence per week were paid monthly, and each
week's portion of the sum required was thriftily separated from the
current expenditure in readiness for necessary payments. The
benefits of 'the Club,' even though small in amount, gave real
consolation, for the services of the doctor with ten shillings per
week during sickness, together with the assurance that in the case
of death there would be ten pounds available for expenses, gave to
the labourer and his wife some touch of that peace that passeth
bourgeois understanding. There was little of the distrust of club
doctors which I afterwards found existed in the towns* The
doctor was the neighbour and friend of everybody; he called every
man by his Christian name and, enjoying the full confidence of his
patients, he served them with skill and a cheerful devotion. Mem-
• l Isaiah liv 16.

